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Introduction
Veganism is often touted for environmental, health, and/or moral reasons. This paper will focus on
the environmental impacts of animal agriculture, especially with the US being the leader in per capita
consumption of meat. Within this framework, the costs associated with the global and domestic
damage from animal agriculture will be presented. Additionally, the analysis will include a brief
overview of the politics of food production. Finally, several policy measures will be prescribed to
decrease the impact of animal agriculture on the global environment and on human health. This
essay will suggest environmentally beneficial policy based on the positive impacts of a global
movement towards a plant-based diet.
A truly accurate assessment of animal agriculture with regards to the environment is complex.
Considerations must include greenhouse gas emissions, land and water use, and nutritional needs.
To complicate matters, all of these factors may be subject to a variety of both objective and
subjective evaluation and hypothesis. Furthermore, because not all calories are nutritionally equal,
providing an analysis based on calories alone may not provide an entire picture. The scope of
alternatives to animal-based nutrition may break down differently in terms of proteins,
carbohydrates, sugars, and vitamins. This paper’s main argument focuses on environmental
sustainability but there is also a brief discussion of healthcare, and the costs associated with each.
The healthcare analysis will only be discussed in general terms, sufficient to demonstrate the
negative healthcare costs associated with animal agriculture.
Even so, there remain many combinations of the policy suggestions to be discussed with a cascading
analysis of the various primary and secondary effects. It is impossible to address them all in this
paper. The scope will be relatively narrow, with a focus on US policy that is where a dramatic shift
would lead to the most positive results with regards to environmental and health impacts. The
United States has the institutional capacity to make great strides in the successful reduction of the
negative impact of animal agriculture. The US has the potential to be a leader in policy-making. This
leadership can be promoted through normative means through international agreements and treaties,
or simply through trends that permeate culture and politics.
While this paper may not explore the subject of animal rights as moral rights (which I personally
believe provides the most compelling argument against animal agriculture), it may imply a lack of
consumers’ rights. If the food industry regulations have been largely determined by the desires of the
food industry itself, its own desires for the cheapest and most profitable foods may outweigh the
best interests of the consumers. The fact that the largest meat consumption worldwide is positively
linked with wealth1 means that the global environmental damage from animal agriculture can be
attributed to the actions of the wealthiest members of society, yet the consequences are suffered by
all. Furthermore, global environmental degradation has a more intense impact on the world’s poor,2
further increasing the unjust impact of animal agriculture. This paper offers a plan for taxes and
subsidies that could incentivize the food industry to produce in a manner that is most beneficial to
the consumer and the common good.
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Part I: The Problem and its Impacts
Global meat consumption has seen rapid increases over the last 50 years and is now five times
higher than it was in the early 1960s.3 While an increasing population can provide some explanation
for the increased meat production, the global average income which has tripled over the last 50 years
is also directly related to increased meat consumption.4 In general, the more wealthy a country, the
higher its meat consumption, with the US at the top of the list in terms of meat consumption per
person.5 By way of comparison, in one year the average American consumes more than 100kg of
meat (equivalent to 50 chickens or half a cow) while the average Ethiopian eats just 7kg.6 The US
also tops the list as the largest beef producer and second largest beef exporter, as well as the world’s
largest beef importer.7 However, the largest increase in meat consumption per person has come
from middle income countries such as Brazil and China.8 Annual meat consumption in Brazil has
increased from just over 25kg in the 1960s to nearly 100kg by 2013.9 As incomes increase in these
middle income countries, they approach the consumption patterns of the wealthiest societies. At the
same time, despite some cultural trends to limit meat consumption, the reality is that meat
consumption per person in the US is at its highest ever.10 Meat consumption, therefore, is growing
globally, with middle income countries increasing consumption at the fastest rate, though still not on
a par with the high consumption of many western countries, in particular the US. Furthermore, the
global production of milk is projected to increase by 22% by the year 2027.11 These increases in meat
production and animal agriculture confront efforts for global sustainability. The absence of policies
to combat this increase in animal agriculture is alarming because action must be taken now to
prevent irreversible damage to earth’s ecosystems due to climate change.12

Environment
Animal agriculture has a deeply negative impact on the environment compounded by increased
meat, dairy, and egg consumption. The animal agriculture system is global and complex. The damage
caused by this industry includes significant greenhouse gas emissions and vast land and water use
that should remain available for wilderness purposes.

Greenhouse Gas Emissions
The major greenhouse gases (GHG) contributing to climate change include carbon dioxide,
methane, nitrous oxide, and certain synthetic chemicals.13 Carbon dioxide (CO2) accounts for the

Ritchie (2019)
Ibid.
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
7 The largest importer due to high quantities of low-quality processing beef. U.S. Department of Agriculture (n.d.)
8 Notably, India’s meat consumption has remained steady over this time, most likely due to religious beliefs and some
animals (especially the cow) considered as sacred.
9 Ritchie (2019)
10 Ibid.
11 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (2018), p 163
12 Hoegh-Guldberg, Jacob, Taylor, et al. (2019), p 177
13 Environmental Protection Agency (2018)
3
4

5

largest portion of global warming associated with human activity.14 Much of this comes from the
burning of fossil fuels. However, the “sinks” such as jungles and forests, which provide a natural
process of carbon dioxide removal from the atmosphere, are being disrupted by human activity.15
Clearing land for pasture is a leading contributor to these disruptions. Methane (CH4) comes from a
variety of sources including coal mining, natural gas production, waste decomposition, and livestock
digestive processes.16 Nitrous oxide (NO2) is produced during fossil fuel combustion, as well as
industrial and agricultural activities.17
Table of Kyoto Gases and their Global Warming Potential (GWP)
From IPCC 5th Assessment Report18

However, not all greenhouse gases are equivalent in terms of their long-term impact on global
warming. Global warming potential (GWP) accounts for this difference in potential impact per unit.
The table above of “Kyoto Gases” (greenhouse gases outlined in the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change / Kyoto Protocol19) indicates the extent of impact on global
warming for each of these gases per unit. For example, over a 100-year period, 1kg of CH4 provides
25 times the warming effect of 1kg CO2.20 “Carbon dioxide equivalent” (CO2e) is a term that
includes the GWP. CO2e is used to describe various greenhouse gases as a unit that is equivalent in
terms of CO2 impact on global warming.21 It is important to note these nuances when analyzing
actual global warming impact of animal agriculture. Furthermore, the inclusion of various studies
incorporated in this paper necessitates the use of these various terms.

Environmental Protection Agency (2018)
Ibid.
16 Ibid.
17 Ibid.
18 Brander (2012), p 2
19 United Nations Climate Change (n.d.)
20 Brander (2012), p 2
21 Ibid.
14
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Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Sinks from Agricultural Activities22

Food accounts for 26% of total greenhouse gas emissions (or CO2e), 61% of which comes from
animal farming.23 In other words, the global livestock industry is responsible for 14.5% of total
anthropogenic greenhouse emissions24 comprising methane (CH4, 44%), nitrous oxide (N2O, 29%),
and carbon dioxide (CO2, 27%).25 In terms of global percentage totals of anthropogenic emissions,
animal agriculture accounts for 44% of CH4, 53% of N2O, and 5% of CO2.26 Associated activities
such as feed production and processing accounts for 45% of total emissions and enteric
fermentation from ruminant animals account for 39% of total emissions.27 Estimates show that a
global shift to plant-based consumption would reduce the food-related GHG emissions by 49%.28
There needs to be nutritional analysis to accurately compare the impact of meat and dairy
consumption versus plant-based consumption in terms of human dietary needs. Especially because
meat is considered a main source of protein, the comparison in terms of protein is essential. A 2018
study by Poore and Nemecek analyzed data from 38,700 commercial farms across 119 countries.
Carbon Dioxide Equivalent (CO2e) Emissions per 100g Protein in Protein-Rich Foods

Croft (2020), p 1
Poore and Nemecek (2018)
24 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (n.d.)
25 Ibid.
26 Ibid.
27 Ibid.
28 Eikenberry (2018)
22
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This graph created from that data demonstrates the CO2e emissions per 100 grams of production
comparing foods which provide significant amounts of protein across the spectrum including meats,
poultry, dairy, nuts, and legumes. Animal sources are clearly the largest producer of CO2e as
compared with other protein rich sources. To compare in terms of equal amounts of protein, beef
produces 25 times the CO2e emissions as does tofu. When compared with producing the same
amount of protein in nuts, the production of beef causes over 166 times more carbon emissions.
Even the protein equivalent in cheese (which produces roughly a fifth of the GHG emissions of the
equivalent protein amount of beef) produces 36 times the GHG emissions compared to the
production of nuts.29 Clearly, plant-based sources of proteins are much less harmful in terms of total
GHG emissions.

Use of Resources: Land, Water and Feed
Animal agriculture presents a strain on the world’s natural resources and consequently its ability to
cope with increasing GHG emissions. Modern agriculture uses 43% of the world’s arable lands and
accounts for two-thirds of freshwater withdrawals for irrigation.30 As the animal-agriculture industry
grows, so does deforestation. This has been especially prominent in South America where cattle
farming in the Amazon increased by 140% from 1990-2003.31 A World Bank report from 2004
showed that since 1970, 91% of the cleared Amazon lands has been converted to cattle pasture.32
The Amazon rainforests play a critical role in removing carbon dioxide from the air, creating rain
and thereby stabilizing the water supplies regionally and globally. Additionally, with tens of
thousands of life-forms in the Amazon, its health is crucial to maintaining global biodiversity.33
However, animal agriculture has effects on natural resources that extend beyond the clearing of land
for pasture. Because it is water-intensive, 15,000 liters of water are required to produce just one
kilogram of beef.34
Land Usage per 100g Protein in Protein-Rich Foods35

Eikenberry (2018) from data source Poore and Nemecek (2018)
Poore and Nemecek (2018)
31 Yale School of the Environment (n.d.)
32 Margulis (2003), p 9
33 Welch (2019)
34 Yale School of the Environment
35 Eikenberry (2018)
29
30
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Intensive pasture grazing also encourages soil erosion, reduced fertility, and compromised carbon
sequestration capacity.36 In other words, the natural “sinks” system which could help the world
reduce some of the increased carbon emissions, is further disrupted. Increasing animal agriculture
also increases the need for the growing of crops for animal feed like corn and soybean.
Land Usage per 100g Protein in Protein-Rich Foods37

The graph demonstrates the sharp contrast between land usage for 100g of protein in lamb/mutton
versus tofu as a ratio of 84 to 1. In other words, animal agriculture is too natural-resource-use
intensive.

Arguments Against the Need for Environmental Veganism
Some argue that veganism is not necessary for environmental sustainability if better animal
agriculture methods are employed. For example, there is the Tarnhouse farm in the UK where cattle,
pigs, and chickens can graze in a more natural way (not feeding on corn, soy, or wheat).38 In a recent
analysis, this system of maintaining farming animals was claimed to be more environmentally
friendly than a system with no meat consumption at all.39 Some of the positive aspects of these types
of agricultural systems include biodiversity in pastures, pollinating insects, and soil restoration.40
These may well be better practices than current farms employ, however they still require forested
land to be cleared in the first place. Furthermore, it is reasonable to question the practicality of these
local schemes to scale up to meet global market demands which are currently being met with large
industrial processes.
Another argument being posited is that agricultural crops also have negative environmental impacts.
It is certainly true that the production of plant-based foods also causes some environmental
degradation depending on the particular crop. For example, the production of almonds for almond
milk uses large amounts of water that may be more environmentally detrimental than the larger

Yale School of the Environment
Eikenberry (2018)
38 Herring (2015), p 246
39 Ibid., p 246-247
40 Tree (2018)
36
37
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amount of carbon emissions from the production of dairy milk.41 In another example, as seen in the
graph, even a dark chocolate bar comes under scrutiny depending upon the sources of raw materials
used in its production. However, these examples do not offer a compelling argument against
environmental veganism. In the case of non-dairy milks, there are many more milk alternatives that
are more environmentally friendly than dairy milk. In the case of chocolate, the dairy-free and palmoil free dark chocolates (as opposed to commercial packaged candy bars) are much more
environmentally friendly than their non-vegan “chocolates in bag” counterparts.42
Kilograms of GHG Emissions per Serving43

Health
Although the focal point of this paper is the destructive impacts of animal agriculture on the
environment, a brief mention regarding the human health impacts of this industry presents an
important perspective. Notably, in 2015, the Working Group from the World Health Organization’s
International Agency for Research on Cancer classified the consumption of processed meat as
“carcinogenic to humans” and red meat as “probably carcinogenic to humans”.44 The detrimental
health effects, especially for meat consumption, are unfortunate in their own right, but they are also
costly. It is estimated that the global health-related cost of the consumption of red and processed
meats for year 2020 will be USD $285 billion, the equivalent of 0.3% of the world’s GDP.
Furthermore, 4.4% of all deaths globally will be the result of red or processed meat consumption.45
These statistics must also be set within the framework of the overall health and productivity of the
workforce. Certainly, a healthy workforce is much more capable of contributing to national and
global prosperity. While there has been an increase in recent years in the discussion of the
government’s role in controlling the ballooning food consumption-related healthcare costs, these
discussions have been mainly limited to curbing weight gain from sugar and fat.46 However,
considering the high national and global costs, there needs to be attention to broader policy goals.
University of California San Francisco Office of Sustainability (n.d.)
Konstantas, Jeswani, Stamford, et al. (2018), p 1012
43 Stylianou, Guibourg and Briggs (2019)
44 Bouvard, Loomis, and Guyton (2015), p 1600
45 Springmann, Mason-D’Croz and Robinson (2018), Results
46 The Lancet (2018)
41
42
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Food and Politics
The Oxford Handbook of Food, Politics, and Society to the conclusion of The Royal Society in 2009
identifies the need for the world to seek more efficient use of land, water, and energy to sustain food
production in the future.47 The unsustainability of our environmentally damaging animal agriculture
industry demonstrates an unrealistic reliance on an inefficient and unreliable source of food to feed
the world’s growing population. Furthermore, the system has especially detrimental effects for the
most vulnerable who proportionately contribute the least to the damage. Social inequality deepens
the impacts for the “disadvantaged” who disproportionately experience “exposure” and
“susceptibility” to climate hazards with “decreased ability to cope with and recover from the
damage”.48
There is opposition to this viewpoint, however, and this is where politics enters the discussion. As
mentioned by Marion Nestle,49 the food industry will push back on any notions, regardless of the
scientific basis, detrimental to its bottom-line profits. In her book Food Politics, Nestle describes how
in 1991, after work had been done for 11 years to finalize the National Health Institute Survey
Eating Right Pyramid, these health and nutritional guidelines were dismantled in a matter of weeks due
to the political pressures of the meat and dairy industry. Corporations were unhappy with the
Pyramid suggestions to eat more fruits and vegetables and less servings of meat and dairy.50 The meat
and dairy industry have maintained their government influence through political contributions and
lobbying from entities such as the American Meat Institute PAC and the National Cattlemen’s Beef
Association.51 In fact, a large portion of US agricultural subsidies ultimately benefit the animal food
industry, rather than the fruits and vegetables food industry. For example, from 1995-2020 livestock
subsidies and dairy program subsidies ranked number 8 and 10 respectively in terms of the top US
farm subsidy programs. However, it must also be considered that the top three US subsidy programs
were corn, wheat, and soybean, which are largely used as livestock feed.52 As the large animal
agriculture industry contributes so much to the global climate crisis, and is clearly not in the best
interest of human nutrition, government policy should be to shrink this industry, rather than
subsidize it.

Part II. Possible Solutions to Encourage Environmental Veganism
The negative impact on the environment of the animal agriculture industry is clear. Furthermore, the
impact is worse for those in more vulnerable situations, mainly in the Global South, who are
contributing far less to environmental degradation than the average person in the global North.
However, as middle-income countries (such as China and Brazil) are increasing their meat
consumption, this problem has the potential to get even worse at a time when global climate change
needs a response. Just as public institutions and global organizations are reacting to climate change
in terms of energy usage, transport, and industry, the animal agriculture system must be incorporated
into an over-arching plan towards a globally sustainable food system. While omitting animal product
Herring (2015), p 11
Islam and Winkel (2017), p 12-21
49 in her interview on the University of California Television (2017)
50 Nestle (2002), Chapter 2
51 Ibid., Chapter 4
52 Environmental Working Group (2020)
47
48
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consumption completely may not realistically occur immediately, the world must take steps to
gradually reduce reliance on meat, eggs, and dairy in the global food system, leading to a goal of
global veganism.

Government Encouragement
As the international food market has grown, more power lies with the agri-food retail side of the
supply chain than with the producers.53 The globalized food market can be analyzed within the
context of the “Global Commodity Chain”. While the GCC approach can take place “independently
from the particular countries and institutional frameworks involved”,54 there may be cases where
institutional participation is necessary to encourage the market in an environmentally sustainable
direction through various parts of the supply chain. Governments can encourage this responsible
production and consumption through taxation and subsidies.

Taxation
A study on “optimal tax levels and associated health impacts” has created a model for global red and
processed meat taxation to help quell its healthcare-related costs.55 The model differentiates highincome, upper middle-income, lower middle-income, and low-income countries. (See table below).
This model raises prices for processed meat between 1% in low-income countries to over 100% in
high-income countries, while prices for red meat increase from between 0.2% in low-income
countries to over 20% in high-income countries. The expected results are a decrease in processed
meat consumption by 16%, with a levelling off of red meat consumption due to product
substitutions (which includes a shift from consumption in processed meats to poultry or
unprocessed red meat even at a higher price). Global-wide deaths from processed and red meat
consumption would decrease by 9% and associated health costs decrease by 14% or USD $41 billion
according to the study.56 The savings in healthcare costs are substantial, especially for high-income
countries which have higher per capita meat consumption. Not only could governments collect
taxes from enacting this policy, but the healthcare savings would provide an ample incentive to
encourage a tax on meat consumption.

Oosterveer, Sonnenfeld and Allan (2012), p 18-20
Ibid., p 21
55 Springmann, Mason-D’Croz and Robinson (2018)
56 Ibid., Findings
53
54
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Optimum Tax Rates for Red and Processed Meats to Reduce Health-Care Costs57

Subsidies
Rather than subsidizing farmers to move away from animal agriculture, high-income countries have
actually been subsidizing the meat industry’s unsustainable practices. Some of the countries with the
most meat consumption per person have recently been criticized for these subsidy policies. David
Simon in his book, Meatonomics, claims that both the US and Australian governments have been
working with meat and dairy producers to encourage the consumption of animal products. He
claims that a combination of “messaging, legislation and price control [due to subsidies]” eliminates
consumer choice and pushes them in a direction of increased animal product consumption.58 The
US federal agricultural subsidies help to support the production of corn, soybeans, wheat, rice,
57
58

Springmann, Mason-D’Croz and Robinson (2018)
Hunt (2017) and Simon (2013), Chapter 5 focus on subsidies
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sorghum, dairy, and livestock. Dairy and livestock are partially supported through the subsidies on
feed grains.59 However, these subsidies could instead be directed towards sustainable environmental
practices with healthy and sustainable fruits and vegetables. The combination of removing subsidies
from the meat and dairy industry, implementing a tax on the meat industry, and generating savings
in healthcare costs provide the funding for these subsidies that encourage healthy and sustainable
agriculture. Furthermore, these subsidies could allow for environmentally vegan foods to be priced
so that they are economically available to all. This is not to say that a uniform subsidy for all fruits
and vegetables is necessarily the best approach. A detailed discussion on the best policy practices for
particular fruit and vegetable subsidies, especially as they relate to the impacts on industrial
agriculture versus smaller farming, may be the subject of another policy debate.

Labelling
Consumer information is critical to allow for a natural progression towards environmental veganism.
Better food labelling as “Environmentally Vegan” could be employed to better inform consumers
worldwide. To be labelled as such, the product must be free of animal products as well as meet other
environmentally sustainable criteria. Plant-based items that are not produced sustainably, or items
that are heavily packaged, may not meet the sustainability threshold for this label. In this way, while
the market would shift away from the animal agriculture industry, the producers of plant-based
items would be incentivized to use more sustainable processes.

Label for the Eco-Shopper
Currently, much food labelling exists outside the state institution. This phenomenon may be
described by Convention Theory, which focuses on the “need for common understandings” such as
“culturally specific” values to explain “social action”.60 Convention Theory may explain the networks
created outside of the state that include knowledge-based social factors that consider the trust that is
built between a consumer and producer of a product. Within these networks (hereafter referred to as
“in-network”) reliance upon quality is based on a variety of factors (i.e., coordination by the market,
locale, industry, civil society, humanity, or opinion).61 These factors determine the values that are
characterized by the “in-network” label. In other words, environmental sustainability that may be
compromised in an increasingly competitive market will nevertheless be protected “in-network”. For
example, “fair exchange” labels, guaranteeing high standards for the environment, labor, and health
in food production,62 are popular (and possibly even trendy). However, because products are not
given this label by the state, the importance of the label depends on the degree of the consumer’s
knowledge of the label’s subject.63
For an eco-shopper, shopping “green”, “eco-friendly”, or “fair” is a pleasurable experience, when
the environment is at the forefront. Eco-shoppers make their consumption decisions by replacing
their conventional supermarket items with sustainable alternatives that are less harmful for people,
animals, and the environment.64 Therefore, in the case of environmental sustainability, without the
Siegel (2016) and United States Department of Agriculture (n.d.)
Wilkinson (2011), p 359
61 Oosterveer, Sonnenfeld and Allan (2012), p 24
62 Herring (2015), p 24
63 Ibid., p 24-26
64 Ibid., p 653
59
60
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state being the deciding factor on these standards, it is up to the movements against the
environmentally degrading production processes to present their case with enough force to impact
consumer choice, and the market. This same approach could be strengthened in the case of a label
for the “Environmentally Vegan”.

Institutional Labelling
Though these “in-network” labels are beneficial and informative for the consumer, problems
remain. These problems include expensive pricing of “in-network” labelling due to the smaller size
of the niche network and a lack of consistent information across all labels. Furthermore, niche
networks are insufficient on a global scale. The eco-shopper is often willing to pay extra to feel good
about their purchases at more expensive stores such as Whole Foods. Additionally, because each
network has the authority to define its own marketing terms of “sustainable” or “environmentally
friendly”, checking each respective network’s information for accuracy or sufficiency in their claims
is challenging with more labelling actors in the system. The idea of environmental veganism needs to
span the globe. Not only is making environmentally vegan food available to all consumers—with
consistent information likewise accessible to all—a more democratic approach, a fully global push
toward veganism is needed to manage the environmental damage from the current food production
system. The state institution is the logical choice for inspection and labelling “Environmentally
Vegan” foods across the board.

International Cooperation in the Food System
Multilateral Trade, Agriculture, and Food Agreements
The global agriculture and food regulation system is quite complex. The World Trade Organization
works with multilateral standards organizations as well as other intergovernmental scientific bodies
which, along with their principles, rules, standards, and enforcement mechanisms, create a protomultilateral governance framework.65 The globalized nature of the food and agriculture system adds
challenges to state efforts to label, tax, and subsidize. For these reasons, incorporating
environmental veganism as a crucial pillar for sustainability into multilateral agreements is crucial for
the success of a global campaign. While the global task would rely on enforcement from the state,
the capacity levels of each state may differ. However, this is a situation where the capacity to enforce
actually meets the needs. The countries that have the most meat consumption per capita also tend to
be those which have the institutional capabilities and budgets for inspection and labelling. In the
cases where inspection is needed in low-income countries, high-income and high meat consuming
countries should take a larger financial responsibility for covering the costs of these tasks. This
method of burden-sharing can serve as another incentive to reduce reliance on animal agriculture –
including preventing the increase in animal consumption, even as low- or middle-income countries
may increase their wealth.
Multilateral agreements must be enforced by the states’ parties. For example, the Coller FAIRR
Protein Producer Index66 examines the environmental and social commitments of the world’s 60
65
66

Josling, Roberts and Orden (2004), p 39
FAIRR A Coller Initiative (2019)
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largest meat and fish producers. It found that roughly half of these producers have failed to
accurately report their GHG emissions.67 Unlike a smallholder farmer who may have difficulty in
accurately measuring these quantities, these large corporations have the personnel and the budget to
make the appropriate assessments. These large corporations are undermining global climate goals
and should be held accountable. Multi-lateral agreements should also include rules and regulations
that outline disciplinary and corrective measures in the case that these international environmental
standards are violated.

Veganism in Global Goals
Paris Agreement
The Paris Agreement 2015 (signed in 2016) has been crucial to creating the necessary forum for
discussion and implementation for the global task of the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions.68
However, because of the high percentage of GHG coming from animal agriculture, the importance
of a global movement toward veganism should be emphasized within the Agreement. There should
be no obfuscation in the means by which all humans may proactively advance the goals of the Paris
Agreement.

United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) provide global environmental targets that
incorporate human rights, including gender equality, indigenous rights, and education, just to name a
few.69 The UN is working towards environmental sustainability through the 2030 Agenda. The UN’s
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) argues that animal agriculture is responsible for
too many GHG emissions70 and panel scientists urge that, particularly for the West, meat
consumption must be curbed.71 However, environmental veganism, or veganism of any sort, has not
been included in much of the discussion at the United Nations. Because the UN should be an
organization representative of all peoples, a better strategy for individuals to make a positive impact
on the environment should be communicated. The UN is the ultimate international organization,
and the SDGs can provide a platform for effective messages for a proactive engagement with people
around the globe. Placing this message for vegan-awareness within these goals for global
sustainability could have a huge impact on individual, national, and international action.

The Culture and Psychology of Environmental Veganism
Meat-eating has become a huge part of human psychology as we have adapted to a diet rich in
meats. Meat has become a symbol of wealth and luxury – and in fact this is part of the reason that
consumption is increasing so much in middle-income economies. While the environment, health,
and economic/financial impacts of moving toward a plant-based diet are clearly positive, the cultural
Zee and Wasley (2018)
Paris Agreement (2015)
69 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (n.d.)
70 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (2020), B.6.2
71 Harrabin (2019)
67
68
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and psychological ties to meat and dairy may still need to be addressed. However, a 2018 Yale
Climate Opinion poll found that, in the US alone, 70% of the population believes that
“environmental protection is more important than economic growth”.72 The popularity of
environmental issues creates a ready-made platform on which to demonstrate the positive effects of
plant-based diets.

Messaging Campaigns
Campaigns that educate citizens on the relationship between plant-based diets and the environment
may be effective in making the global transition toward environmental veganism. Additionally,
investing in awareness campaigns for the meat and dairy-alternative industry may shift the market
toward environmental veganism. These initiatives may be funded by governments as part of their
overall savings incurred (as previously discussed) by moving away from the animal food industry.
Investments to educate the citizenry and ultimately shift the market toward plant-based
consumption may be considered as part of any government’s strategy for carbon reduction and
general environmental goals.
Messaging is crucial to convincing the population of a new way of life that benefits them as
individuals, humanity in general, and the earth at large. Campaigns may appeal to audiences using a
variety of themes previously discussed. These themes may include: healthy diets, democratic or
“fair” supply chains, and the existential urgency of climate change. Today’s publicity channels
include TV and online commercials, the media industry and celebrity influence, and, of course, social
media. A government-sponsored public campaign must reach all audiences and will be especially
effective when it reaches those with the most purchasing power to shift the market.

Food-Alternatives
An important aspect of transitioning a population away from animal-based diets is awareness of and
access to alternative sources of food. Alternatives may include plant-based meat, eggs, and dairy;
“clean” or “in-vitro” meat;73 and fresh vegetable, nut, and grain proteins. Governments may
encourage the plant-based and “clean” meat business through investment or tax incentives.
Company advertising, which could be supported by the government’s efforts in the aforementioned
public awareness campaigns, may help to reach a wider audience. These meat alternatives are
important to the psychological transition of a culture with meals based around a meat protein. Plantbased “eggs” and “dairy” may also attract those who have grown accustomed for cultural or taste
reasons to particular “favorite” dishes. It is important to simultaneously encourage the unprocessed
plant-based proteins as well. Campaigns that provide creative healthy recipes for vegan meals may
provide individuals and families with better ideas of how to transition to plant-based diets while
maintaining adequate nutrients, proteins, and flavor. The most effective efforts for a successful
psychological shift should include both the awareness of environmental and health benefits along
with meat, egg, and dairy alternatives that would be acceptable to a wide variety of taste preferences.

Yale Program on Climate Change Communication (2018)
“Clean” or “in-vitro” meat is cultured meat that can be mass reproduced from an initial cell sample. While it does
require the initial sample to come from an animal, it does not require large quantities of livestock or mass slaughter.
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Concluding Remarks
Environmental veganism has the potential to drastically alter the trajectory of global warming. It is a
life choice that is available to everyone, yet remarkably meat consumption continues to rise.
Environmental veganism is not an abstract concept that is out of reach and difficult to achieve.
Being vegan is an accessible choice to all global citizens who want to reduce their negative
environmental impact. Furthermore, vegans – and even vegetarians – are typically healthier than
meat-eaters, and thus place less burden on national health-care systems.
Issues of vegetarianism/veganism and the ethics of animal use and slaughter have not become
mainstream issues to political parties because the majority of their constituents are still meat-eaters
or indifferent. It may seem a politically risky move to make it an issue as people hold strong beliefs
about the way they eat – something that has been culturally engrained in them since childhood. Also,
because animal agriculture is a big industry, a sudden move “against the grain” of these industry
norms may be politically challenging. However, taxation and subsidy policies that promote
environmental veganism can also be beneficial to the state budget, while mitigating future economic
challenges to the state for climate-induced issues, including those affecting the agriculture industry
and the most vulnerable economically disadvantaged populations.
Enacting policies that promote environmental veganism takes leadership from those countries that
now lead in the consumption of animal products. The United States, for one, must take the main
role in global leadership by rejoining international efforts to reverse climate impact from
anthropogenic GHG emissions, and by rejoining the Paris Climate Agreement. The US could take a
new approach to combatting climate change that promotes individual accountability through
environmental veganism. If adopted internationally, this approach could be seen as a hopeful and
achievable method for individual action. It could also offer a fair and responsible approach to
changing an unsustainable way of life, especially when led by the world’s wealthier nations. In this
way, environmental veganism can also become a cultural symbol of wealth and industrial
achievement. In both symbol and in practice, environmental veganism can offer the world a path to
sustainability.
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